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FEASTS AND FASTS OF THE JEWS IN MODERN 

PALESTINE. 



By Dr. E. W. G. Masterman, F.R.C.S., F.R.G.S., 
Jerusalem, Syria. 



The annual round of Jewish feasts and fasts must have an abid- 
ing interest for all students of the Bible, or even of oriental 
antiquities. Many who know well all the Bible has to tell about 
the feasts and fasts are little aware how differently and with how 
elaborate a ritual the modern Jew celebrates these ancient anni- 
versaries, while others may find in the ritual of Palestine details 
of interest not occurring in Christian lands. 

In some cities of Europe and of America Jewish rites may 
obtrude themselves on our notice occasionallv, as when, for 
example, a queer structure, which we learn is a " booth" for the 
Feast of Tabernacles, appears, a strange exotic, among the autumn 
cold and dampness of our western Ghettos; but in Jerusalem 
today the feasts and fasts of Israel's sons must be reckoned with 
in every transaction of life. 

By the business man, be he Christian or Moslem, as well as 
by the Jew, the time of the Rosh ha Skanna, Yom Kippur, the 
Succoth, and the Pesakh must all be remembered if he is not to 
be unexpectedly landed in difficulties by the sudden suspension 
of more than half the city's traffic. 

However greatly the Jew in distant lands may neglect his 
annual round of feasts, within the Holy City he must from every 
consideration, even of worldly interest, be a pious observer of 
every detail ; this is true also of the whole length and breadth 
of the land of his fathers. 

Here for him the weeks and months pass by, each marked 
by some teaching and significance, each bearing some special 
interest, its special food, its lamps, its palms and myrtles, and in 
some cases its self-mortifications, its tears, its shrouds. There 
can be no forgetfulness here of the great triumphs, the over- 
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whelming of Pharaoh, the downfall of Haman,the delivery from 
Antiochus Epiphanes ; nor are the humiliations of the nation for- 
gotten, for the ninth of Ab commemorates by tears shed upon 
its ancient walls, the destruction of the city, and the greatest 
annual celebration closes with the words, "Next year in Jeru- 
salem," recalling the fact that this our Jerusalem is still "trodden 
under foot of the gentiles until the times of the gentiles are 
fulfilled." 

"There should be no forgetfulness of sin as at the new year 
we shake out our garments over the rivers, and on the Day of 
Atonement we through long hours do what we can — feebly, it 
may seem to some grotesquely — to offer that sacrifice which 
long years ago our high-priest used to present for us in the Holy 
of Holies." And so from year to year the time passes on; all 
moments not needed for business and family life are laid out 
with definite, imperative duties which, if done correctly, leave 
no room for troubles about the future — indeed, is not the future 
thus secured? 

To trace this round, looking at the detail that belongs to 
tradition rather than to the Bible, to the strictly orthodox and 
eastern rather than to the liberal western Jew, sometimes indeed 
to the Jew of Palestine alone, is the purpose of this paper. 

THE DAY OF ATONEMENT. 

The present year, 5663 since the creation, began for us on 
October 2, 1902. This was the first day of the month Tisri — 
the seventh month 1 — and it was celebrated as the Rosh ha Shanna 
(the head of the year) . On this day the books were made up, 
at any rate for the good and the bad ; the indifferent had a few 
more days of grace. "May you be inscribed [i. e. y in the book 
of life] for a happy year," was the greeting given by one friend 
to another. It is a feast day, but modified in enjoyment by those 
who are not assured of their names being recorded in the "book 
of life," and considered to be one of the Yamim Noraim or ter- 
rible days. Those whose consciences impel them find their way 
in the early morning at Jaffa to the sea, in Damascus to the 

1 The Feast of Trumpets, the new moon of the seventh month ; cf. Numb. 29 : 1 ; 
Lev., chaps. 23, 24. 
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river, and at Jerusalem either to the city's only spring, the 
Virgin's Fountain, or failing that, it may be only to a cistern 
mouth ; there the clothes on the person are shaken out over the 
water to signify "Thou wilt cast all their sins into the depths of 
the sea." 2 The cistern is but a poor substitute for the sea or a 
river and but feebly represents the symbolism, but is considered 
better than nothing. One man was somewhat staggered when 
asked how he could drink the water of his cistern — could it be 
considered kosher or clean after his sins had been shaken into it ? 
It was a point, he replied, on which he must have the opinion of 
a khakham. 

During this and the succeeding days, as well as in the whole 
preceding month, the shofar or ram's horn is blown at the morn- 
ing service in the synagogue as a reminder of the judgment day, 3 
but also on the roofs of the houses by the ignorant with the 
object of confusing the mind of the great accuser, Satan, who is 
rendering his report to God of man's misdeeds. 4 The sounding 
of the shofar on New Year's Day four times, each time being 
associated with the name of a special angel, is even by the ortho- 
dox supposed to bewilder Satan in rendering his account. 

Following New Year's Day comes a period of ten days of 
repentance and self-examination, often known as "the terrible 
days," 5 but more correctly as "days of repentance." During this 
time the hours of prayer become increasingly long, and their 
observance exacting. The second day of Tisri is kept like the 
first. On the fourth day comes a small fast known as the Fast 
of Gedaliah; 6 and on the ninth, the day before the great Day of 
Atonement, comes the special preparation for that most solemn 
day of all the year. 

In Palestine this ninth day rejoices among the Moslems 
in the strange name of Aed el jaj {i. e., the Feast of the 

2 Mic. 7:19. 3 Special reference is to Am. 3 : 6. 

4 The scene in Job 1 : 6 ff . took place this day. 

5 By some in Jerusalem the whole forty days before the Day of Atonement are so 
called. Strictly speaking, the " terrible days " are only New Year's Day and the Day 
of Atonement. 

6 Jer. 4 : 2. 
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Chickens) , on account of the enormous number of chickens 
slaughtered by the Jews throughout the land. Every individual 
should 7 provide himself with a chicken — its color white, if pos- 
sible — a cock for every male, a hen for every female, and for a 




AN ASHKENAZ JEW IN SABBATH COSTUME. 

pregnant woman a cock and two hens, that is, a hen for herself 
and one of each sex for the unborn child to make sure he or she 
is represented rightly. As a matter of fact, among the poor one 
white cock is very commonly made to represent a whole family. 
The head of the family must sacrifice the birds, first whirling 
each one three times around his head, exclaiming each time: 

7 "Should" rather than "must," because some orthodox Jews ignore the rite. 
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"Let this cock (or hen) be an atonement for me ; let it be my 
substitute; let it be an expiation for me; let the bird die; but 
let life and happiness be to me and to all Israel. Amen." He 
then kills the bird, saying: "I have deserved thus to die." The 
blood is poured out on the ground (as is always done when the 
Jews kill), and the chickens are eaten. If there are more birds 
than can be finished by the family, as must of course happen 
wherever the custom is strictly adhered to, the surplus is handed 
to the poor. 8 

This custom is very widely followed by all classes of Jews in 
Palestine, and in other lands also, but it is nevertheless looked 
upon with suspicion by some of the orthodox as an innovation. 
The earliest mention of the custom in Jewish writings is, I am 
informed, about seven hundred years ago in the writings of 
Rabbi Jonas. But why are chickens used? In answer to this it 
is said that chickens are neither unclean animals nor korban (i. e., 
temple offerings), so they can be sacrificed even without a 
temple. 

Another kind of attempt at sacrifice — self-sacrifice — occurs 
on this day. Jewish men give each other beatings in the syna- 
gogue, stripes that must not exceed forty. 

On this day also the pious visit the graves of the departed and 
pray for their souls. This is incumbent on all sons who have 
lost their fathers, especially if the deaths have been recent. 
After returning from the graves a bath is taken to typify the 
washing away of their sins before the beginning of the awful 
Yom Kippur. This day, 9 the sabbath of sabbaths, the greatest 
day of the whole year, when by tradition Abraham was circum- 
cised, is ushered in at sunset. From that moment, and for 
twenty-four hours, not a particle of food nor a drop of drink must 
pass the lips. To prevent the possibility of infringing the latter, 
even washing, except touching the eyes with wet finger-tips, is 

8 One leading rabbi narrated to me with some amusement — I fear he is somewhat 
of a freethinker in these ceremonies — that once the cock died as he was whirling it 
around his head, to the intense dismay of his family, who made sure some misfortune 
would follow such an untoward sign. 

9 For references to the Day of Atonement see Lev., chap. 16 ; 23:26-32 ; Numb. 
29:7-11. 
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strictly forbidden. For clothes, white shrouds 10 and praying 
shawls are worn ; even shoes and sandals are by the strictly 
orthodox laid aside. In such costume hundreds will pass the 




A GROUP OF JEWS IN JERUSALEM. 

long period, with scarcely an intermission, in long prayers and 
audible lamentations. 

All who have injured others must confess and make resti- 
tution, or God cannot forgive. As the long-drawn-out hours 

10 This custom belongs to the Ashkenazim only. 
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of agony pass on, and the time of finally sealing "the book of 
life" comes near, many become filled with frenzied anxiety lest 
they should be too late, and, by loud cries and violent gesticu- 
lations, bending their bodies backward and forward, they cry for 
forgiveness. 

At last the sun declines and the cohanim (priests) who are 
present with covered faces pronounce the blessing. The ram's 
horn gives one clear blast to signify deliverance, and with the 
appearance of the earliest stars, marking the beginning of night, 
the " great white fast" ends. The Jews, exhausted but satisfied, 
go home in peace. They have had no temple sacrifice, but 
surely — they argue — the flesh and blood they have lost in this 
long fast will be accepted as an atonement with God — a sacrifice 
of suffering if not of blood. 

During the day every man must remember in prayer, after the 
morning service, his dead father; otherwise he can look for no 
acceptance, however much he may afflict his own soul. Candles 
are burned in the synagogue for the departed. One other strange 
custom connected with this day may be mentioned. In many 
synagogues it is the custom at the morning service to put up at 
auction the privilege of carrying the law around the synagogue; 
the one who bids highest securing the privilege. It is a regular 
auction, carried on with the usual forms of a business transaction. 
The money goes to the synagogue. 

THE FEAST OF TABERNACLES. 

The long strain on the moral and physical powers, and the 
deep spiritual dejection of the period that culminates in Yom 
Kippur, are speedily followed by a marked reaction in the joyful 
Feast of Tabernacles — eight of the brightest days in the year. 
The streets in the Jewish quarter for many days before the fif- 
teenth of Tisri are half-blocked with great bundles of reeds 
brought by bedouin and fellahin from the Jordan and the Dead 
Sea ; while palm leaves carefully folded into neat bundles, twigs 
of myrtle and willow, and citrons are being sold from little bas- 
kets at every corner. Animated groups may be seen in places 
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loudly discussing whether a certain lot of citron is of the ortho- 
dox variety. 11 

It is strange that in a climate like that of Palestine where the 
season of this feast is always warm, 12 sometimes even hot, and 




TYPICAL YEMIN JEWS IN MODERN PALESTINE. 

either rainless or nearly so, the Jews make no attempt to keep 
the feast in the primitive way and camp out in gardens or vine- 
yards near their cities or towns. At this season many of the 

11 The Citrus medica; the custom of carrying this fruit at this feast is referred to in 
Josephus (Ant., xiii, 13, 5). 

12 The average temperature of the month of October in Jerusalem is about 70 F. 
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fellahin construct booths of branches of trees on their roofs, and 
great numbers are still camping in their vineyards watching the 
last of their grapes. Some, even the town-dwelling Christians, 
camp out in the valley of Jehoshaphat at the Feast of Mary, 
which occurs at about this time. But the Jews, from long resi- 
dence in crowded European cities or in places where no life is 
secure outside city walls, will never leave their own quarters; 
they make their festal shelters in their narrow courtyards, on 
their balconies, or even almost within their rooms, just as they 
do in other lands where the inclemency of autumn would make 
strict keeping of the feast a hardship. Indeed it is interesting 
to observe how some Jews who come from cold lands, e. g. f Jews 
from the Caucasus, erect regular wooden rooms with doors and 
windows, putting the same framework together year after year 
for the feast. 

Usually the " tabernacle " is made of reeds on a wooden 
framework, and is adorned with green branches of olive or 
willow, with oranges, citrons, and other fruits hanging from the 
roof. Many are outwardly disfigured, but doubtless made more 
comfortable, by sheets and shawls laid over the outside. 
Poverty frequently necessitates very cramped quarters, and I 
have often seen a booth so packed by a family that there was 
scarcely room for them to get in and out. The festal week is a 
great time of interchange of visits, and sweets, wine, etc., are 
freely offered to every guest. Among the true oriental Jewesses 
the best clothes and finest jewelry are worn. 

Each morning every Jew goes to the synagogue, carrying 
the emblems of the feast — the palm branch with its little basket 
at its base, in which sprigs of myrtle and of willow are carried, 
and either in it or in the other hand the citron. These palm 
branches are known as "hosannas." In the synagogues the 
palms are shaken out to the four corners of heaven, while the 
words are repeated, " Blessed art thou, O Lord, our God, King 
of the world, who hast sanctified us with thy precepts and 
commanded us to carry a bundle of palm." Procession is made 
around the reading desk seven times, with palm branches held 
aloft. The seventh day, the " great day of the feast," is one of 
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specially manifested joy, and is known as Hosanna Rabbet, the 
Great Hosanna. It marks the final deliverance from the fears 
belonging to the Day of Atonement. 

On the day following, in the Holy Land — one day later in 
other lands 13 — the feast of the "Rejoicing of the Law" is held. 
On this day the scrolls of the law are removed from the ark 




THE VIRGIN'S FOUNTAIN AT JERUSALEM. 

(i. e., recess or cupboard containing them) and are carried 
around the reading desk in joyous procession. 14 Every member 
of the congregation, of course males only, in turn carries the 
scroll at least one circuit, while some dance before him chanting 
psalms, casting about sweets for the children, or throwing rose 

13 The custom of keeping these feasts on two days in the " land of exile " is on 
account of the uncertainty of the observation of the moon in these lands coinciding 
with that of Palestine. 

14 Similar outward manifestations of joy are frequently made when a new scroll of 
the law is being conducted in procession to occupy the " ark " in the synagogue ; but 
in this case the procession takes place in the open street. Compare with this the 
funeral service when .a scroll is buried. 
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water or other scents upon the bystanders, while others follow 
behind in irregular procession. The synagogue is a scene of 
noise and wild excitement, often concluding with hilarity kept 
up by the assistance of wines and spirits. The women mean- 
while cluster around the doors and windows to see the sacred 
books — one of the very few occasions when the oriental Jewess 
thinks it necessary to come to the place of prayer at all. 

On this day also the round of lessons from the law comes to 
an end, and it is necessary that with the finishing there should 
be a beginning again at the first book of Moses, in order that it 
may not be supposed that to conclude the law should be a 
matter of rejoicing. The one who is called up to read the end 
of the law is called the "bridegroom of the law," and he who 
begins it the "bridegroom of Genesis." There is much compe- 
tition in some synagogues for these honored duties. 

With the conclusion of this feast the ordinary round of work is 
taken up with a good deal of relief, inasmuch as the long periods 
of cessation of work are a heavy drain on slender resources. 

THE FEAST OF THE DEDICATION. 

The mid-winter feast is one that interrupts daily work very 
little. It is chiefly a reminder of a great historical event. This 
is the Feast of the Dedication of the Temple by Judas Macca- 
baeus. 15 The festal season lasts eight days, and its most promi- 
nent ritual is the burning in every house of peculiar little 
lamps. Nine small metal lamps like small saucers 16 are sol- 
dered to a framework which is hung in every house ; and each 
night one lamp or more is lighted, so that by the eighth night it 
is the turn for eight (or it may be nine) lamps to be burned. 
The ninth lamp is really an extra one in case of emergency, for 
example, as not infrequently happens, should one be taken off; 
it is also sometimes made detachable and may be used as a candle 
to light the others. This ceremony is said to be connected 
with the following tale : 

At the time of the rededication of the temple no pure oil could be found 
for the holy lamps. All had been either intentionally defiled with swine's fat, 
x s i Mace. 4 : 59; John io : 22. 
16 This is the common form of lamp; brass and other lamps are used. 
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or had been made impure accidentally in the commotion of retaking the 
temple. When the priests were at the last extremity, a small jarful, sealed 
with the high-priest's seal, was found hidden carefully away. But the supply 
was sufficient only for one night, and no more could be obtained in a shorter 
time than three days. In this emergency God came to the help of his people 
and made the oil to last, like that in the widow's cruse, through the whole 
eight days of the feast. 

THE FEAST OF PURIM. 

Surpassing all other feasts in rejoicing, though indeed but a 
secular feast in reality, is the next great event, the feast of early 
spring, known as Purim. Combining many of the features of 
our Christmas, of the old English Guy Fawkes's Day, and of the 
continental Carnival, it is the great favorite for all young folks; 
while to women it is the greatest event of the year, because it 
commemorates the deliverance of Israel by the hands of a 
Jewess. 

The day before this feast — known as the Fast of Esther — 
is observed, unless it falls upon a sabbath, like an ordinary fast. 
The women are busy preparing sweets, cakes, and dishes of all 
kinds for the morrow's rejoicing. In the evening the book of 
Esther is read in the synagogue, amid wild noise and shouts. 
Whenever the name Haman is mentioned, a hideous noise is 
made, and all shout: "Let his name be blotted out; let the 
name of the ungodly come to naught ; cursed be Haman." Mor- 
decai's name is blessed. The names of Hainan's sons are read 
through without pause to signify that they were all killed in a 
moment. During the feast day also the whole book of Esther 
is recited, and every Jewess is expected to hear the story. Esther 
is the great example of what a Jewess should be, and among the 
Spanish Jews her name is the favorite one for girls. In the 
evening, the greatest rejoicing is observed; many lamps are 
lighted and eating and drinking are free. It is even commanded 
that the Jews should get drunk — so drunk, indeed, that they 
should be unable to distinguish between "cursed be Haman" 
and "blessed be Mordecai." The advice is extensively followed 
by young men. 

In Jerusalem, because it is a city inclosed with walls, but one 
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day of the feast is observed. In unwalled towns, e. g. y Jaffa, the 
feast is kept on a second day also. 

For dwellers in the Holy Land their feast has a special inter- 
est as the day on which the khaluka is collected among Jews 
everywhere, the collections being gathered in the box of Rabbi 
Meyer Baal Nes for dwellers in the Holy Land. In Palestine 
the wealthier Jews give presents to the poor. 17 The children 
especially enjoy this time. They receive presents of toys and 
sweets, but most of all they enjoy wearing grotesque masks ; and 
on the feast days small companies of boys parade the streets 
dressed in fantastic clothes collecting alms, exactly as was the 
custom with boys in England on November 5, "Guy Fawkes's 
Day." The similarity is still closer by reason of the shooting 
of firecrackers, and the burning of colored lights at night. 

During 1901, the year 5662 being a kind of leap year in the 
Jewish calendar, the month Adar — in which the feast of Purim 
occurs — was twice repeated, and though Purim was kept in the 
second of these months, a remembrance of the time of Purim on 
the fourteenth day of the month was kept in the first month, 
Adar, under the name "Little Purim." This fell on February 
11, while the real Purim was celebrated on March 14. 

^Esth. 9:22. 

[To be completed in the next number, .] 



